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Abstract 
The Bilingual Brain (2015) is an online course in conjunction with the University of 
Houston and Coursera Inc. that provides an introduction into bilingualism and its connection to 
the brain.  The course is a Massive Open Online Course (M.O.O.C.), which is free and open to 
anyone to take.  There are eight units spanning a total of eight weeks. This specific class was 
held in the summer of 2015. Language teachers primarily benefit from this course by gaining a 
foundation in how bilingual individuals learns and use their cognitive abilities in relation to 
language acquisition and usage.  This paper will outline and review this course from the 
perspective of an English language instructor.  It includes a general introduction, an analysis of 
each unit, followed by a personal review of the course and its benefits for language teachers. 
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In the field of Teaching English as a Second or Foreign Language, teachers and 
researchers must stay on top of various areas of research in the fields of linguistics.  Rarely will 
an English language teacher stay in one specific sub-field for their entire career.  For this reason, 
many teachers and prospective teachers have invested in online classes to gain greater insight 
into different fields of study within or related to their discipline.  This paper will focus on a 
specific online class introducing current and past research topics and findings in bilingualism and 
its connection to the brain.  
The course in question is The Bilingual Brain, a class on Coursera that is offered through 
the University of Houston.  Coursera is an online education company that offers top universities’ 
and research centers’ courses on almost any subject.  These courses are available to anyone with 
Internet access.  This review will first give a brief introduction of the course objectives, its target 
audience, and introduce the instructor of the course.  The following section will provide an 
outline of what the course includes for learners and how the course is formatted.  Finally, I will 
describe how this class relates to second language acquisition along with a personal review of the 
course after having completed it. 
The instructor for the course is Arturo E. Hernandez, a professor and researcher in the 
department of psychology at the University of Houston. Dr. Hernandez is the director of the 
Laboratory of Neural Bases of Bilingualism at the University of Houston.  According to the 
University of Houston's online faculty information, he teaches courses in cognitive psychology 
and foundations of cognitive neuroscience.  His research areas include cognitive neuroscience, 
bilingual language processing, and second language acquisition at the University of Houston`s 
Laboratory for the Neural Bases of Bilingualism.  
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This course is designed for two key audiences- those who are want an overview of the 
literature and research in the field in order to gain greater insight into how bilinguals think and 
learn; and those who instruct bilingual students or are interested in informing themselves on 
existing research on bilingualism.  The objective of the course is to describe the research 
literature concerning language acquisition and the cognitive skills associated with language 
learning with special emphasis on bilingualism. 
Course Structure 
 The course is divided into eight sections taken over eight weeks. Each week focuses on a 
specific topic and culminates with a weekly quiz.  All quizzes must be completed by the end of 
the course and can be taken numerous times in order to receive a satisfactory score.  In addition 
to the weekly quiz, there is a comprehensive final exam covering material from each section.  
The final exam itself comprises approximately 60 multiple-choice questions which are similar to 
the original weekly quiz questions.  The course also contains relatively active discussion forums. 
The instructor and staff break these forums into weekly course focus topics.  In addition to the 
main forums, students can create sub-topics or help threads.  The student assistants are also 
active in the forums in their efforts to help with questions, monitor and facilitate focused 
discussions.  Through these forums, the diversity of students and their purpose for taking the 
course became very evident. Two of the largest or most vocal groups of participants were 
language education professionals and parents of children in multilingual families.  
The grading policy for the course was set as pass, pass with distinction, or fail.  A total 
score of 70% was needed to receive a statement of accomplishment and a score of 80% needed 
to receive a statement with distinction.  The course did not offer a paid, verified certificate that is 
often available on www.Coursera.org.  As the name implies, this paid certificate provides further 
verification of who took the course for those who need authentication along with the certificate.  
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The course syllabus covers three main subject areas namely, age of acquisition, language 
proficiency, and cognitive control.  The course considers both biological and psychological 
aspects in every unit through literature discussions and lectures on specific research studies.  
The course material was broken down into eight sections. The sections are as follows: 
Week 1. The first week provided a number of lectures introducing the topic and 
field of bilingualism.  These lectures included an introduction to issues associated 
with the age of acquisition, bilingual metaphor, and the course plan.  
Week 2. Week two involved seven lectures on the age of acquisition.  During this 
unit the instructor focused on the transition from the sensorimotor stage to 
cognitive development, which occurs in child language acquisition.  This section 
of the course centered on both non-verbal and verbal acquisition.  During this part 
of the class, Dr. Hernandez began to introduce past and current research on 
bilingualism.  He specifically described research done by Jean Piaget on first and 
second language acquisition in children. 
Week 3. This week continued with the age of acquisition, but went into greater 
detail in its discussions on the various research projects in this area.  There were a 
total of ten lectures in which the primary focus was on the differences between 
cognitive language acquisition of children and post-pubescent language acquirers. 
Towards the end of the unit, Dr. Hernandez discussed the similarities in cognitive 
processes among older language learners. 
Weeks 4 & 5. These two weeks focused on proficiency in language usage and 
acquisition.  In week 4, automaticity and efficiency in neural circuitry was 
discussed with a great deal of emphasis placed on the work of K. Anders Ericsson 
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and Adriaan de Groot and the research they have done outside of language 
learning.  In week 5, the lectures expanded on how proficiency is acquired 
specifically in language learning.  The lectures discussed first language loss from 
learning a second language and how the brain moves from general language 
acquisition to academic language acquisition.  
Weeks 6 & 7. These weeks focused on the areas of control in language.  In week 
6 the areas of cognitive control and processing were introduced.  In addition, this 
unit thoroughly overviewed research concerning code switching.  By providing 
numerous examples, Dr. Hernandez demonstrated how code switching works by 
comparing both daily activities without using language along with switching 
between languages among bilinguals.  Week 7 continued with control in language 
and further introduced the concept of task shifting.  This section was dedicated to 
written language and how bilinguals shift between languages in written form.  In 
this unit, research on the benefits of bilingualism on cognition was introduced. 
Week 8. The final week involved reviewing much of the first seven weeks and 
providing more detail into the instructor’s own research.  This was the shortest of 
all units and did not offer as much specific material on bilingualism beyond 
describing the research being done at the University of Houston by Dr. Hernandez 
and his team. 
Each section consisted of several short lectures involving the instructor and the 
presentation of a few graphics.  There was no interaction with other instructors or participants in 
the course as Dr. Hernandez provided detailed examples of his main points.  Not only was his 
diction clear and comprehensible, but also at the end of many of his lectures, a multiple-choice 
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question would pop-up to ensure students understood the lecture.  These questions had no 
influence on the final grade and simply complemented the weekly section quizzes. 
Conclusion 
This M.O.O.C. (Massive Open Online Course) was my first introduction into the research 
behind bilingualism as a study itself outside the realm of practical English language education.  I 
found the material presented to be extremely useful and would highly recommend this course for 
anyone interested in the study of language acquisition.  Having taught many English language 
learners who were also proficient in languages other than English, I now have a sound 
understanding of why they have problems in areas such as code-switching.  This course is most 
beneficial to language instructors as it provides background into the literature and general 
terminology specific to bilingualism.  It is important to note that the course primarily focuses on 
research concerning young learners with either native or near native ability in two languages, and 
how their brains process information.  Since this course was not specifically tailored for English 
language instructors, there were not a lot of specific methods provided to use in an ESL/EFL 
classroom context.  Nevertheless, instructors can gain a solid understanding of language 
acquisition theory, which is particularly helpful when seeking solutions to issues or problems 
that specifically pertain to bilingual students.  Prior to taking this course, I had purchased the 
book An Introduction to Bilingualism: Principles and Processes, (Altarriba 2008) but found that 
there was little in the way of an introduction into bilingualism beyond the title and I encountered 
difficulties understanding the research and terminology discussed in the book’s collection of 
research papers.  After taking this course, I reviewed the content and found that I am now much 
more familiar with both the topics discussed as well as the terminology.  In this regard, I feel that 
his course provides a good foundation for language instructors hoping to deepen their knowledge 
of bilingualism.  
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